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Abstract
Drawing on job demands-resources theory, we propose that perceived red tape, as a hindrance job demand, triggers attitu-
dinal and behavioral precursors of turnover in employees (turnover intentions and job search behaviors) by reducing their 
work engagement. In addition, we hypothesize that career adaptability, as a personal resource, buffers the detrimental effects 
of perceived red tape. In Study 1, three-wave data collected from employees (N = 202) working in Tanzanian public sector 
organizations supports the finding that work engagement mediates the effect of red tape on turnover intentions. Study 2 con-
firms this mediation, using data (N = 405) collected at three time points from a Chinese private organization, further verifying 
the mediating role of work engagement in the effect of red tape on job search behaviors. Supporting the moderating role of 
career adaptability, Study 2 also found that career adaptability attenuated the influence of red tape on work engagement and, 
subsequently, on turnover intentions and job search behaviors. Our article theoretically and empirically contributes to the 
understanding of how and when perceived red tape in organizations leads employees to consider leaving and prepare to leave.
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Red tape refers to the formal rules, policies, regulations, and 
procedures in organizations that are burdensome, ineffective, 
and redundant or unnecessary in a way that prevents them 
from serving the intended purposes (Borry, 2016; Bozeman, 
1993, 2000). Although previous studies have suggested that 
red tape is more prevalent in public sector organizations 
(Pandey & Scott, 2002), it is also found in private sector 
organizations, especially in large organizations with multiple 
levels of management (Bozeman et al., 1992; De Jong & 
Van Witteloostuijn, 2015; George et al., 2021). Red tape can 
originate from external forces, such as government regula-
tions, or internal sources, such as rules, policies, and proce-
dures imposed by senior management to maintain oversight 

of employees at lower levels of the organization (Walker & 
Brewer, 2008). Regardless of its origin, red tape is costly 
to organizations, largely because it slows down decision-
making and stifles innovation, and employees’ perceptions of 
red tape can negatively impact their experiences, attitudes, 
and behaviors at work (Blom, 2020; Jacobsen & Jakobsen, 
2018). For example, research has demonstrated that per-
ceived red tape is negatively related to desirable work out-
comes such as job satisfaction (Giauque et al., 2012; Steijn 
& van der Voet, 2019) and job performance (Van Loon, 
2017), and positively related to undesirable employee out-
comes, such as stress, turnover intention, and withdrawal 
behavior (Quratulain & Khan, 2015).

The literature suggests that the prevalence of formaliza-
tion, centralization, and hierarchy makes red tape nearly 
unavoidable, particularly in large organizations (Kaufmann 
et al., 2019). As such, efforts devoted solely to reducing 
employees’ perceptions of red tape might not be sufficient, 
raising an ongoing need to identify how to minimize the 
harm caused by perceived red tape (Cooke et al., 2019). To 
do this, we need a better understanding of how perceived 
red tape can influence employee outcomes and identify 
the conditions under which this influence might weaken. 
This study, therefore, explores the process through which 
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employees respond to perceived red tape in the form of 
exhibiting turnover precursors and investigates the factors 
that attenuate such negative responses. We argue that per-
ceived red tape triggers turnover precursors by hindering 
employees from being engaged at work. Moreover, career 
adaptability, defined as individuals’ self-regulatory psycho-
logical resources in handling career and work tasks and chal-
lenges (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012), buffers these undesirable 
effects of perceived red tape.

We focus on turnover precursors (e.g., turnover inten-
tions and job search behaviors for external employment 
opportunities) because prior research indicates that, among 
various psychological (e.g., stress) and behavioral (work 
withdrawal) outcomes, employees’ consideration of leaving 
is most closely related to perceived red tape (Quratulain & 
Khan, 2015). The literature also suggests that such turnover 
considerations are the most powerful predictors of actual 
turnover, which organizations usually strive to control (Abel-
son & Baysinger, 1984).

Although previous studies have examined the relation-
ship between perceived red tape and intended turnover (e.g., 
Brunetto et al., 2017; Giauque et al., 2019; Quratulain & 
Khan, 2015), there are several important research gaps. First, 
previous research has mainly focused on the attitudinal pre-
cursor of turnover (e.g., turnover intentions/cognitions) and 
neglected behavioral precursors. However, since both attitude 
(e.g., thinking of quitting) and behavior (e.g., job search) con-
stitute critical components of the voluntary turnover process 
(Lee & Mitchell, 1994; Mobley et al., 1979), the neglect of 
behavioral precursors might lead to premature or mislead-
ing conclusions regarding the role of perceived red tape in 
eliciting turnover considerations. Second, empirical research 
is yet to clearly identify the process or mechanism through 
which perceived red tape prompts turnover precursors. While 
Quratulain and Khan (2015) identified resigned satisfaction 
as a mediator in a single-survey study, other studies did not 
find (Giauque et al., 2019) or explicitly examine (Brunetto 
et al., 2017; Shim et al., 2017) a mediation mechanism.

Furthermore, while the theoretical emphasis on the roles 
of developable individual attributes (e.g., personal strengths) 
in coping with perceived red tape is salient (e.g., Pandey & 
Kingsley, 2000; Riccucci, 1995), empirical investigations in 
this area are sparse. The limited work that has examined the 
attribute-based moderators of perceived red tape has focused 

extensively on stable personality traits that are less develop-
able, controllable, or changeable among adults (e.g., Quratu-
lain & Khan, 2015). However, despite the prevalent system-
centered view of perceived red tape by which individuals 
are subject to external forces beyond their control (Pandey 
& Kingsley, 2000), researchers argue that personal resources 
or capabilities largely determine employees’ effectiveness in 
coping with perceived red tape. Consequently, it is critical 
to examine the roles of these resources due to their relative 
manipulability or trainability (Lewis, 1980; Riccucci, 1995).

To advance these areas, using job demands-resources 
(JD-R) theory (Demerouti et al., 2001), we test how and 
under what conditions perceived red tape leads to employ-
ees’ consideration of leaving the organization (see Fig. 1). 
We argue that perceived red tape serves as a hindrance job 
demand that reduces employees’ work engagement, which is 
a key component of the JD-R theory (Bakker et al., 2014). It 
refers to a positive affective-motivational state reflected by 
high energy levels and involvement at work (Schmitt et al., 
2016) and consequently heightens their intended turnover, 
manifested as turnover intentions and job search behaviors. 
Since the JD-R theory also highlights the importance of 
resources in buffering against hindrance demands (Bakker 
et al., 2014; Demerouti et al., 2001), we further contend that 
employees’ career adaptability as a personal resource can 
attenuate the negative effects of perceived red tape. Career 
adaptability was chosen because perceived red tape can 
create stressful demands (Ponomariov & Boardman, 2011), 
and career adaptability can be theoretically situated in the 
JD-R model as a malleable personal resource that helps deal 
with these demands within and across jobs in one’s career 
trajectory. By integrating JD-R and career construction 
theories (Savickas, 2005), we anticipate that as employees’ 
career adaptability increases, they are better able to manage 
demands related to perceived red tape and are thus less likely 
to be disengaged at work or consider leaving.

In summary, we examine the relationships between per-
ceived red tape and turnover precursors, focusing on the 
mediating role of work engagement and the moderating role 
of career adaptability. Our research makes important theo-
retical and empirical contributions. First, extending prior 
studies that examined the relationships between perceived 
red tape and attitudinal/cognitive signs of turnover (e.g., 
Brunetto et al., 2017; Quratulain & Khan, 2015), we broaden 

Fig. 1  Proposed research model. 
Note: S1 = Study 1 (Tanzania); 
S2 = Study 2 (China)
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the focus to include a behavioral precursor of turnover (job 
search behaviors). Second, we highlight reduced work 
engagement as a key mediation mechanism that explains 
why perceived red tape prompts both attitudinal and behav-
ioral precursors of turnover. This extends prior research, 
which limited the focus on mediators mirroring work stress 
and satisfaction (e.g., Giauque et al., 2019; Quratulain & 
Khan, 2015). Verifying this mechanism in two distinct sam-
ples, our research is the first empirical attempt to reveal that 
the negative influence of perceived red tape on turnover 
intentions through work engagement-associated mechanisms 
is consistent across private and public sector organizations 
in two emerging economies. Third, this research enhances 
the understanding of how career-focused psychological 
resources weaken the negative influence of perceived red 
tape on turnover precursors by regulating the cognitive and 
emotional pressure imposed by perceived red tape. Identify-
ing career adaptability as a boundary condition supplements 
prior research (e.g., Quratulain & Khan, 2015), which has 
only examined the role of personality when testing individ-
ual difference moderators. Altogether, we extend the JD-R 
theory (Demerouti et al., 2001) by confirming perceived red 
tape acts as a hindrance demand and career adaptability as 
a personal resource in driving employees’ turnover-related 
responses.

Literature Review and Hypothesis 
Development

Perceived Red Tape in Organizations

The term “red tape” originates from the common practice in 
many European countries between the sixteenth and eight-
eenth centuries to seal important legal documents and dos-
siers that required attention with a red ribbon or tape (Dick-
son, 2015; Kaufman, 1977). This contrasted them from less 
important documents held together by an ordinary string. 
The red tape made the documents difficult to open, which 
lead to its reputation for causing unnecessary work (Dick-
son, 2015). Today, red tape refers to the “rules, regulations, 
and procedures that remain in force and entail a compliance 
burden, but do not advance the legitimate purposes the rules 
were intended to serve” (Bozeman, 2000, p. 12). In other 
words, not all formal rules, policies, regulations, and pro-
cedures but only those that are burdensome, unnecessary, 
or ineffective are red tape (Borry, 2016; Bozeman, 2000). 
Real-world examples of red tape constitute asking research-
ers who do not deal with any laboratory animals to certify 
in their research ethics applications that they do not mis-
treat them despite their nonexistence, overly complex forms 
that require previously submitted information to complete, 
or having too many individuals and committees repeatedly 

approve minor tasks (Bozeman & Feeney, 2011; Bozeman 
& Youtie, 2020).

Red tape can be distinguished from other related con-
structs. Bozeman and Youtie (2020) underscored the 
importance of differentiating red tape from administrative 
burden. While red tape does not include rules, regulations, 
and policies exerting a compliance burden with a legitimate 
purpose (Bozeman, 2000), administrative burden entails a 
compliance burden that may be recompensed by other ben-
efits (Bozeman & Youtie, 2020; Moynihan et al., 2014). 
For example, some employees might be annoyed by exten-
sive risk assessment requirements; however, when these 
processes reduce accidental loss for the organization, the 
administrative burden for an individual employee might be 
lower than the economic benefits for the organization. If the 
risk assessment requires unnecessary paperwork evaluating 
a risk that does not exist (such as for the nonexistent lab 
animals mentioned above), this would fall into the category 
of red tape.

Red tape also differs from workplace daily hassles—
“minor events that represent a source of irritation for indi-
viduals” (Otis & Pelletier, 2005, p. 2196). “Daily hassles” 
is a more generic and broad term. It includes a wide range 
of stressors (e.g., arguments with coworkers and negative 
feedback from supervisors) beyond pressure that may be 
associated with the rules, policies, and procedures classified 
as red tape. Additionally, red tape is distinctive from a lack 
of autonomy, which means that individuals are not given the 
freedom, independence, or discretion to perform their job 
tasks (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). Although red tape 
denotes burdensome, unnecessary, or ineffective policies and 
procedures, it does not necessarily restrict one’s freedom or 
discretion to make decisions or choose one’s preferred ways 
of doing things. For example, burdensome policies and pro-
cedures may lead to project delays, but this may not mean 
that employees cannot make decisions autonomously when 
designing the project. Furthermore, red tape can be differ-
entiated from micromanagement. While micromanagement, 
as an overbearing management style representing excessive 
control over details, emphasizes the roles of leaders or man-
agers (Hernández et al., 2020), red tape is more about the 
rules, policies, and procedures existing in the organizational 
system.

In general, red tape results from the persistence of poli-
cies and procedures that do not serve their purpose; they 
have either never been functional or have lost their intended 
functionality (Bozeman & Feeney, 2011). This perspective 
emphasizes the actual existence of red tape in organizations, 
and thus reflects an objective view of red tape (Jacobsen 
& Jakobsen, 2018). However, while acknowledging this 
objective aspect of red tape, many scholars believe that 
perceptions of red tape tend to be a more direct trigger for 
employees’ reactions than the objective bureaucratic truth 
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(i.e., the actual existence of red tape) (Pandey & Kingsley, 
2000; Pandey & Scott, 2002). For example, Kaufman (1977, 
p. 5) suggests that “it is people’s perceptions of government 
constraints, not objective measures of reasonableness, that 
lead them to attack constraints as red tape.” Borry (2016, p. 
576) further argues that “even if a rule is not red tape—as 
in a truly burdensome, ineffective rule—but is perceived 
as such, the way in which it is handled and implemented 
by employees or encountered and perceived by clients may 
influence the organization in a similar manner as objec-
tive red tape.” This emphasis on the perceptual side has led 
almost all empirical research to measure red tape from a 
subjective rather than objective perspective (Jacobsen & 
Jakobsen, 2018).

We adopt a subjective view of red tape, and define per-
ceived red tape as employees’ impressions that the formal-
ized policies and procedures are harmful to organizational 
performance because they are burdensome, unnecessary, 
and/or ineffective (Borry, 2016; Jacobsen & Jakobsen, 
2018). Emphasizing a perceptual phenomenon that differ-
entiates from the focus on actual burdens of rules, policies, 
and procedures (Bozeman, 1993), this definition aligns with 
Kaufman’s (1977) interpretation of red tape as varying per-
ceptions of the same rules. Thus, it is not surprising that 
one person might perceive a rule as red tape, while another 
might consider it as protecting critical values. As Jacob-
sen and Jakobsen explained, when rules are perceived to 
have harmful effects, it does not mean that they are actu-
ally producing negative effects; there is a possibility that 
an employee perceives rules as harmful when this is not the 
case. While red tape is always considered to be associated 
with negative effects (Blom, 2020), focusing on perceived 
red tape avoids “the tautological fallacy of viewing red tape 
as rules with a negative impact on performance” (Jacobsen 
& Jakobsen, 2018, p. 26) and thus helps separate rules from 
their effects. Furthermore, the perceptual side of red tape 
captures an entire set of rules, irrespective of their origins 
or specific focus (Pandey & Kingsley, 2000).

Perceived Red Tape and Signs of Employee Turnover

In the present research, we examine whether perceived red 
tape is positively related to employee turnover precursors. 
We focus on turnover intentions and job search behaviors 
because they capture the attitudinal and behavioral precur-
sors to actual turnover. We draw on the JD-R theory (Demer-
outi et al., 2001) to explain the links between perceived red 
tape and these two turnover precursors. The JD-R theory 
highlights that job demands are a key source of employee 
stress at work. These demands are defined as physical, psy-
chological, social, or organizational aspects of a job that 
require sustained emotional and cognitive attention and are 
associated with significant psychological or physical costs 

for employees. In examining the influence of job demands, 
the literature differentiates between challenge and hindrance 
job demands (Bakker et  al., 2014). Challenge demands 
denote the demands or challenges that carry opportunities 
for personal growth, development, and rewards (Van Lae-
them et al., 2019). In contrast, hindrance demands refer to 
stressors that “involve excessive or undesirable constraints 
that interfere with or hinder an individual’s ability to achieve 
valued goals” (Cavanaugh et al., 2000, p. 67). Due to the 
personal costs, undesirability, and stress associated with 
perceived red tape (Giauque et  al., 2012; Quratulain & 
Khan, 2015), we view perceived red tape as a hindrance job 
demand that acts as a barrier to employees getting their job 
done and making decisions in a timely manner.

Based on the JD-R theory, we argue that by placing a 
cognitive and emotional burden on employees, hindrance 
job demands such as perceived red tape lead people to adopt 
a passive or disengaged style of coping (e.g., preparing to 
leave). As Jensen et al. (2013) suggest, individuals facing 
workplace demands that overwhelm their control tend to 
separate themselves from such demands by leaving the cur-
rent workplace as a coping strategy. In the case of perceived 
red tape, its undesirable and stressful features may limit the 
extent to which employees invest resources in their present 
job and contemplate working in an organization where there 
is less red tape. Such a cognitive contemplation of working 
elsewhere is a manifestation of turnover intentions (Irving 
et al., 1997). Perceived red tape might also prompt employ-
ees to prepare behaviorally to leave their job by searching 
for new employment opportunities with fewer cognitive 
and emotional demands. In support of such views, empiri-
cal studies have generally found that hindrance demands 
(perceived red tape as a component) are positively related 
to turnover intentions of employees in both the public and 
private sectors (Babakus et al., 2017; Brunetto et al., 2017; 
Shim et al., 2017) as well as searching for jobs externally 
(Cavanaugh et al., 2000). This line of reasoning leads to:

Hypothesis 1: Perceived red tape is positively related to 
turnover intentions (H1a) and job search behaviors (H1b).

Work Engagement as a Mediator

Empirical research is inconclusive about the processes 
through which perceived red tape prompts turnover precur-
sors. Most studies have either failed to confirm (Giauque 
et al., 2019) or have not explicitly tested (Brunetto et al., 
2017; Shim et al., 2017) the mediation mechanism of these 
relationships. For example, Giauque et al. (2019) found that 
work stress did not mediate the relationship between per-
ceived red tape and turnover intention among employees. 
While Shim et al. (2017) detected a stress-related media-
tor (work exhaustion) between job demands and turnover 
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intentions, it is difficult to confirm whether this mechanism 
holds for red tape, given that it was only a small compo-
nent of overall job demands. Quratulain and Khan (2015) 
identified a mechanism (i.e., resigned satisfaction) in a sin-
gle self-report survey in Pakistan. Given these limitations 
and contradictions in the literature, further exploration is 
warranted to better understand the mediation mechanism 
between perceived red tape and turnover precursors.

Drawing on the JD-R theory, we contend that perceived 
red tape leads to employees’ passive cognitive and behavio-
ral coping (e.g., turnover intentions and job search behav-
iors) because it reduces employees’ work engagement. We 
conceptualize work engagement as a positive psychologi-
cal state that is characterized by vigor and dedication at 
work (Schmitt et al., 2016). Vigor involves an abundance 
of energy, motivation, and mental resilience while working, 
the willingness to devote efforts at work, and persistence 
(Bakker et al., 2014). Dedication refers to feelings of pride, 
meaning, significance, enthusiasm, challenge, and inspira-
tion concerning one’s work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 
Although Schaufeli et al. (2002) originally conceptualized 
work engagement as a combination of vigor, dedication, 
and absorption (i.e., being completely concentrated and 
happily immersed at work whereby time elapses rapidly), 
recent research suggests that absorption is a consequence 
rather than a core aspect of work engagement (Salanova & 
Schaufeli, 2008; Schmitt et al., 2016). Work engagement, 
comprising vigor and dedication, manifests in high energy 
levels at work and strong identification with work (Bakker 
et al., 2014; Demerouti et al., 2010). In the following sec-
tions, we theorize on the relationship between perceived 
red tape and work engagement, followed by the relationship 
between work engagement and turnover precursors (i.e., 
turnover intentions and job search behaviors).

As highlighted earlier, perceived red tape is a hindrance 
demand that distracts an employee from paying attention at 
work and hampers their goals, rather than acting as a chal-
lenge demand that can ultimately generate personal gains. 
Drawing on the JD-R theory, we argue that perceived red 
tape is detrimental to an employee’s positive psychologi-
cal state at work as captured by their work engagement 
for a number of reasons. First, perceived red tape creates 
unbeneficial compliance burdens that hinder employees 
from achieving their goals (Moynihan & Pandey, 2007). 
As a hindrance stressor, such a burden leads an employee 
to exert substantial effort and drains their energy (personal 
resources) over time (Sonnentag et al., 2010). As a result, 
employees are likely to enter a spiral of energy loss in 
which they experience heightened difficulties in obtaining 
further personal resources (e.g., vigor and energy) that 
are needed for effort reinvestment, goal attainment, and 
persistence at work (Sonnentag et al., 2010; Xanthopoulou 
et al., 2009). Second, due to its unnecessary nature and 

ineffectiveness, red tape, once perceived by employees, 
hinders them from focusing on and being dedicated to their 
work. As DeHart-Davis and Pandey (2005) argue, when 
employees feel the need to deal with unnecessary or inef-
fective procedures that impede work progress, they usu-
ally struggle with identifying the significance and positive 
meaning of their jobs and maintaining enthusiasm about 
their work. In other words, these perspectives suggest 
that perceived red tape can potentially diminish work-
ers’ vigor and dedication, which collectively capture their 
work engagement (Schmitt et al., 2016). Supporting this 
assertion, a cross-sectional study found a negative relation 
between perceived red tape and work engagement (Borst, 
2018). Given these theoretical and empirical considera-
tions, we argue that by placing cognitive and emotional 
pressure on employees, perceived red tape acts as a hin-
drance demand, leading employees to be less engaged at 
work.

We further contend that the reduced work engagement 
that results from perceived red tape leads employees to con-
sider leaving their organizations. The engagement literature 
emphasizes that more engaged employees usually devote 
more time and energy and are more psychologically involved 
in their work (Gabel Shemueli et al., 2016; Schaufeli et al., 
2002). Halbesleben and Wheeler (2008) echo this by arguing 
that the relationship between work engagement and turnover 
is largely derived from the levels of energy investment and 
dedication to the work. They explain that it is difficult for 
highly engaged employees to detach from the current job 
given that they have invested high levels of energy and other 
personal resources, and developed a high level of identifi-
cation with the work. Due to such a psychological attach-
ment and identification, highly engaged employees may be 
reluctant to leave the job. Conversely, when employees are 
less engaged at work because of perceived red tape, there 
is a greater chance that they will consider leaving. For 
example, they might exhibit higher turnover intentions and 
search for external jobs where they could be less burdened 
by perceived red tape. In support of such an assertion, earlier 
meta-analytical studies (e.g., Halbesleben, 2010) and grow-
ing empirical research (Brunetto et al., 2012; Gabel Shemu-
eli et al., 2016; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) have reported a 
negative association between work engagement and turnover 
intentions.

Taken together, the arguments above suggest a negative 
impact of perceived red tape on work engagement as well as 
a negative influence of work engagement on the precursors 
of leaving (e.g., turnover intentions and job search behav-
iors). As such, we propose:

Hypothesis 2: Work engagement mediates the relation-
ships between perceived red tape and turnover intentions 
(H2a) and job search behaviors (H2b).
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Career Adaptability as a Moderator

The JD-R theory further highlights the role played by 
individuals’ work-related resources in interacting with 
job demands to influence employee outcomes (Bakker 
et al., 2014; Demerouti et al., 2001), highlighting that such 
resources may mitigate (buffer) the undesirable influence 
of job demands on employees’ psychological states (Xan-
thopoulou et al., 2007). On this basis, the extent to which 
red tape as a hindrance demand can affect employees’ work 
engagement and, in turn, foster turnover precursors, may be 
conditional on the level of resources they possess. Although 
the JD-R theory initially underscores the interaction between 
job demands and job resources that emanate from the job 
context, researchers have increasingly focused on the func-
tions of personal resources in buffering the influence of job 
demands (Van Yperen & Snijders, 2000). Acknowledging 
this growing focus, Bakker et al. (2014) conclude that the 
introduction of personal resources in the JD-R model is an 
important extension of the original theory. These personal 
resources involve characteristics related to positive self-eval-
uation, resiliency, perceived ability to control and influence 
environments, and other attributes boosting personal growth 
and development (Hobfoll et al., 2003; Xanthopoulou et al., 
2007).

We argue that career adaptability as a personal resource 
buffers the effects of hindrance demands such as perceived 
red tape on work engagement. Career construction theory 
proposes that individuals’ adaptive resources, particularly 
career adaptability, are essential in navigating goals, psy-
chological states, and work and career behaviors (Savickas, 
2005). Career adaptability refers to a set of personal psy-
chological resources or capabilities that help individuals 
deal with the challenges they face in their careers (Porfeli & 
Savickas, 2012). It consists of diverse self-regulatory capa-
bilities categorized into career concerns (concern about 
one’s future career), career control (control over one’s career 
development), career curiosity (curiosity in exploring one’s 
career options), and career confidence (confidence in man-
aging one’s career). In the present research, we suggest that 
career adaptability acts as a set of personal resources that 
help people psychologically adjust to and deal with the chal-
lenges in their work environments that are perceived as red 
tape-laden.

Career adaptability is considered a moderator of per-
ceived red tape for several reasons. First, according to the 
JD-R theory (Demerouti et al., 2001, p. 501), a resource 
is characterized by its ability to do any of three aspects: 
“(a) be functional in achieving work goals; (b) reduce job 
demands at the associated physiological and psychologi-
cal costs; (c) stimulate personal growth and development.” 
Career adaptability is a construct with these characteristics. 
Since career adaptability involves individuals’ capabilities to 

be concerned with, control, and explore problems, solutions, 
and growth opportunities in current and future work- and 
career-related settings (Savickas, 2005), it likely facilitates 
goal pursuit, the management of demands, and personal 
development. Supporting this view, research has shown 
that high career adaptability allows people to effectively 
handle stressors, such as career barriers (Jiang et al., 2018; 
Urbanaviciute et al., 2016) and challenging environmental 
changes at work (Zhang, 2019), and enables them to proac-
tively develop skills and work out plans for goal achievement 
(e.g., Taber & Blankemeyer, 2015). Second, as mentioned 
earlier, career adaptability is a malleable attribute that can 
be enhanced through training and interventions (Klehe et al., 
2012), making it a personal resource that is practically valu-
able to be featured in the JD-R model. This malleable nature 
also enables the focus on career adaptability to extend and 
complement the existing moderators of red tape-laden job 
demands, which are still largely limited to stable, trait-like 
attributes (e.g., Potipiroon & Faerman, 2016; Quratulain & 
Khan, 2015). Third, as highlighted by career construction 
theory, as a core resource that relates to one’s career tra-
jectory, career adaptability closely directs, and facilitates 
individuals’ attitudes and behaviors within and across vari-
ous jobs in this trajectory (Rudolph et al., 2017a, 2017b; 
Savickas, 2005). Consistent with this perspective, empiri-
cal evidence demonstrates that career adaptability is a posi-
tive antecedent of career (e.g., career identity and employ-
ability) and job-related (e.g., job stress, work performance, 
and affective organizational commitment) outcomes (Ito & 
Brotheridge, 2005; Rudolph et al., 2017a, 2017b). Since we 
concentrate on the influence of a job demand (perceived red 
tape) on employee outcomes, which has implications for not 
only within-job experience (i.e., work engagement) but also 
across-job possibilities (i.e., turnover precursors), career 
adaptability should be a highly relevant personal resource 
for this research.

Career adaptability is a higher-order construct in which 
its four first-order constituents (concern, control, curiosity, 
and confidence) combine to represent adaptability as a holis-
tic variable at the second-order level (Savickas & Porfeli, 
2012). It is the joint rather than the individual efforts of 
these constituents or facets that form the integrated con-
struct of career adaptability (Jiang, 2017). Based on previous 
research, focusing on individual facets of a higher-order con-
struct, such as career adaptability, can possibly confound the 
observation of the relationships between this construct and 
other variables (Diamantopoulos et al., 2008; Jiang, 2017). 
With these considerations, we follow recent studies (e.g., 
Amarnani et al., 2020; Newman et al., 2021) to concentrate 
on the global construct of career adaptability rather than its 
individual facets.

As stated earlier, perceived red tape hinders work engage-
ment because it places a compliance burden that depletes 
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energy and as unnecessary, ineffective rules and regulations 
offer little positive incentive for individuals to be dedicated 
to or identify with their work. According to career construc-
tion theory (Savickas, 2005), individuals with high levels of 
career adaptability are equipped with strong self-regulatory 
capabilities (e.g., career concern, control, curiosity, and con-
fidence) that enable them to stay positive in undesirable situ-
ations (Klehe et al., 2012). As such, their work engagement, 
reflected by vigor and dedication, might suffer less from 
hindrance demands such as perceived red tape. For example, 
due to higher confidence in resolving career-related chal-
lenges and perceived control over their careers (Savickas & 
Porfeli, 2012), these individuals may view the burdensome 
duties caused by perceived red tape as manageable, control-
lable, and regulatable. Thus, even though the compliance 
burden involved in red tape might consume energy, they 
are likely to recover from the associated hindrance stressors 
more quickly and maintain a subjective sense of vigor.

In addition, strong vocational capabilities in look-
ing ahead to the future (concern) and exploring potential 
(curiosity) usually shape a firm belief in an employee’s 
mind about what to do and where to go in their work and 
career, no matter how unfavorable the environment might 
be (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). In this case, while perceived 
red tape (e.g., perceived unnecessary and ineffective pro-
cedures) can, to some extent, distract employees with high 
career adaptability from their work, they can still find it 
meaningful to be dedicated to their job given their inter-
nalized work and vocational interest fostered by high-level 
career concern and curiosity. In contrast, individuals with 
low levels of career adaptability possess a limited number 
of self-regulatory resources necessary for dealing with hin-
drance stressors. When distracted by perceived red tape, 
they might not be able to recover their energy or vigor from 
compliance burdens as quickly as those with high career 
adaptability or easily find positive meaning in their dedica-
tion to work. For employees with lower career adaptability, 
the cognitive demands of perceived red tape are more likely 
to prevent them from being engaged at work.

Hypothesis 3: Career adaptability moderates the effect 
of perceived red tape on work engagement, such that this 
effect is less negative when career adaptability is higher.

Moderated Mediation

Our earlier arguments predict that perceived red tape, serv-
ing as a hindrance job demand, can reduce employees’ work 
engagement. Since less engaged employees tend to be less 
attached to and identified with the work, they may be more 
likely to consider leaving the organization. In addition, we 
have proposed that because employees with higher career 
adaptability possess stronger abilities in dealing with career 

and work pressures, hindrance demands or stressors, includ-
ing perceived red tape, may not be an unresolvable threat for 
them to be engaged at work. As a result, their work engage-
ment, which is less impacted by perceived red tape, may be 
less likely to prompt them to contemplate leaving in either 
cognitive (turnover intentions) or behavioral (job search 
behaviors) forms. These propositions suggest a conditional 
indirect effect (Hayes, 2013), which denotes that the strength 
of the mediation mechanism of work engagement underly-
ing the positive effects of perceived red tape on precursors 
of turnover varies across the levels of the moderator, career 
adaptability. Combining our arguments about mediation and 
moderation, we further posit that perceived red tape inter-
acts with career adaptability to influence employees’ con-
siderations of leaving through affecting their work engage-
ment. Specifically, we expect that career adaptability will 
attenuate the positive, indirect effects of perceived red tape 
on turnover intentions and job search behaviors via work 
engagement.

Hypothesis 4: Career adaptability moderates the indirect 
effects of perceived red tape on turnover intentions and 
job search behaviors via work engagement such that these 
indirect effects will be less positive when career adapt-
ability is higher.

Overview of Studies

We conducted two studies to test the proposed hypotheses. 
Study 1 used time-lagged data collected from the Tanzanian 
public sector to perform an initial test of the relationships 
among red tape, work engagement, and turnover inten-
tions. To test the model using a more complete dataset that 
includes all research variables, we conducted Study 2, in 
which we collected time-lagged data from a Chinese pri-
vate sector organization. In Study 2, we demonstrate the 
generalizability of Study 1 findings across two different 
cultures. Additionally, the data collected in Study 2 allows 
us to test the moderating role of career adaptability and to 
expand turnover precursors beyond turnover intentions (i.e., 
to include job search behaviors).

Study 1

Sample and Procedure

Data were collected from nine public schools and educa-
tional authorities located in the cities of Dar-es-Salaam, 
Dodoma, and Morogoro in Tanzania. We approached these 
organizations to access their employees, who were primary 
and secondary school teachers and school administrators. 
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Before the data collection, we had informal conversations 
with the management to learn about the context of the organ-
izations and obtain approval to survey their employees. All 
employees were assured that participation was entirely vol-
untary and that their individual responses were confiden-
tial and would not be shared with their organizations. Data 
were collected through paper-based questionnaires in three 
phases, and the participants provided their informed consent. 
To ensure confidentiality, all responses were returned in a 
sealed envelope directly to a member of the research team. 
The responses to the three surveys were matched using codes 
and stored in a fully anonymized format. At Time 1, we 
asked participants to answer questions related to demograph-
ics and organizational red tape. We distributed the survey to 
260 employees, 232 of whom returned useful responses. One 
month later (at Time 2), all Time 1 respondents were asked 
to rate their work engagement, and 217 responded. Another 
month later, 204 of the Time 2 respondents provided their 
answers regarding turnover intentions. Eventually, we were 
able to match answers for 202 respondents, which consti-
tuted our final sample (response rate = 77.7%). Among these 
participants, 54.0% were male. The participants’ mean age 
was 42.26 years (SD = 7.35), and their average organiza-
tional tenure was 11.31 years (SD = 7.50). Most (80.7%) had 
at least one postsecondary educational qualification.

Measures

All survey items were translated from English into Kiswa-
hili, the official language of instruction in schools, using 
the back translation procedure (Brislin, 1980) and were 
answered on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 
5 = strongly agree).

Perceived Red Tape

We measured perceived red tape using Borry’s (2016) three-
item scale at Time 1. Traditionally, perceived red tape was 
measured by a single item (Rainey et al., 1995), which asked 
participants to respond to “if red tape is defined as burden-
some administrative rules and procedures that have nega-
tive effects on the organization’s effectiveness, how would 
you assess the level of red tape in your organization” on 
a Likert-type scale ranging from “no red tape” to “a great 
deal of red tape.” However, there are criticisms regarding 
the negative connotations of the term “red tape,” overfocus 
on a single part of performance, and risk of participant fail-
ure in differentiating red tape from general rules (Campbell, 
2020; Feeney, 2012). To overcome these criticisms, Borry 
(2016) developed three items that refer to key dimensions of 
red tape and better capture its complexity without explicitly 
referring to the concept by name. This measure has been 
used in various contexts and cultures (e.g., Campbell, 2020; 

Henderson & Borry, 2020; Kaufmann et al., 2020). In our 
study, participants were asked to report their perceptions on 
a 5-point scale, based on items “policies and procedures in 
my work division are burdensome,” “… unnecessary,” and 
“… ineffective.” The Cronbach’s α for red tape was 0.75, 
which is comparable to that reported in prior studies (e.g., 
α = 0.72, Borry, 2016; α = 0.75, Campbell, 2020).

Work Engagement

We utilized six items developed by Schaufeli et al. (2006) to 
measure work engagement at Time 2. Example items were 
“At my job, I feel strong and vigorous” (vigor), and “I am 
enthusiastic about my job” (dedication). The Cronbach’s α 
for work engagement was 0.79.

Turnover Intentions

We employed two items developed by Irving et al. (1997) to 
assess turnover intentions at Time 3. An example item was 
“I will probably look for a new job within the next year.” The 
Cronbach’s α for this measure was 0.90.

Control Variables

We followed prior research (Chan et al., 2016) to control 
for gender, age, education, and organizational tenure in our 
analyses. Previous empirical studies have revealed their 
potential impact on turnover intentions. For example, Wom-
bacher and Felfe (2017) found that turnover intentions are 
higher in males than in females, as well as in employees with 
longer organizational tenure. Ng and Feldman (2009) found 
that age is negatively related to turnover intentions and that 
education can also drive voluntary turnover.

Analysis Strategy

Prior to hypothesis testing, we conducted confirmatory fac-
tor analysis (CFA) in AMOS 25 to examine the distinction 
of the three focal variables. We conducted multiple regres-
sion analysis in SPSS 25 to test the main effect of red tape 
on turnover intentions and used the confidence interval (CI) 
generated from Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro code for 
SPSS based on 5,000 bootstrap samples to test the mediation 
hypothesis. An estimate is deemed significant when its CI 
does not include zero.

Results

As per the CFA results (Table 1), the hypothesized three-factor 
model demonstrated a good fit. The model comparison showed 
that it fit the data better than a two-factor model combining 
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red tape and work engagement, a two-factor model combining 
work engagement and turnover intentions, and a single-factor 
model. These results suggested that the three study variables 
were distinctive constructs.

Means, standard deviations, and correlations are shown in 
Table 2. Red tape, work engagement, and turnover intentions 
were correlated in the expected directions.

The results of hypothesis testing are presented in Table 3. 
Since the total effect model showed that red tape was signifi-
cantly and positively related to turnover intentions (Model 
1: B = 0.29, SE = 0.08, p = 0.000), Hypothesis 1a was sup-
ported. Red tape was significantly and negatively related to 
work engagement (B =  − 0.17, SE = 0.05, p = 0.002), which in 
turn was significantly and negatively related to turnover inten-
tions (Model 2: B =  − 0.36, SE = 0.10, p = 0.000). PROCESS 
results showed a positive, significant indirect effect of red tape 
on turnover intentions via work engagement (B = 0.06, boot 
SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.12]). Thus, Hypothesis 2a was 
supported.

Discussion

Study 1 provides initial support for our JD-R theory–based 
hypotheses regarding the relationships among red tape, work 
engagement, and turnover intentions as well as for the dis-
tinctiveness of these variables. While showing that red tape, 
as a hindrance job demand, can reduce employees’ work 
engagement, the study did not allow us to gain insights with 
regard to behavioral precursors of turnover and our moderated 
mediation model. In Study 2, we aim to build on these results 
and test our full model that includes career adaptability as a 
moderator and job search behaviors as a further precursor of 
turnover.

Study 2

Sample and Procedure

Data were collected from a private education provider 
located in a prefecture-level city in Zhejiang Province in 
China. We first contacted the organization’s president, 
explained the purpose of our study, and obtained approval 
to conduct a pen-and-paper survey among its senior high 
school teachers. The senior high school teachers were 
informed of the voluntary nature of participation and were 
given the opportunity to opt out and terminate their par-
ticipation at any given time. They were assured that all 
answers would only be accessible to the members of the 
research team and were treated confidentially. Participants 
provided their informed consent and returned all the ques-
tionnaires in a sealed envelope directly to a member of the 
research team. All three surveys were coded to allow the 
research team to match responses.

At Time 1, we asked the teachers to answer questions 
related to organizational red tape and to provide their 
demographics. Out of the 482 contacted employees, 436 
completed responses. At Time 2, one month later, 426 of 
the employees who answered the first questionnaire rated 
their work engagement. A further month later, 424 of 
the employees who completed the first survey provided 
their answers about their turnover intentions. Finally, we 
were able to match all three surveys for 419 participants 
(response rate = 86.9%). We achieved high response rates 
because of the management’s endorsement and the use 
of working hours to complete the questionnaires. Exclud-
ing cases with missing values and ambiguous data entries 

Table 1  Results of confirmatory 
factor analysis (Study 1)

Note. 3-factor model: the hypothesized baseline model with each variable considered a separate factor. 
2-factor model A: red tape and work engagement were combined. 2-factor model B: turnover intentions 
and work engagement were combined. 1-factor model: all three variables were combined as a single fac-
tor. Construct subdimensions were used as indicators for work engagement. Except for the 3-factor model 
for which the p-value for χ2 is .01 and significant at < .05, all other p-values for χ2 and Δχ2 were .000 and 
significant at p < .001

Model χ2 df Δχ2 Δdf SRMR RMSEA CFI

3-factor model 24.19 11 .06 .08 .98
2-factor model A 128.20 13 104.01 2 .14 .21 .78
2-factor model B 114.05 13 89.86 2 .13 .20 .81
1-factor model 257.37 14 233.18 3 .20 .30 .52
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resulted in a final sample of 405 valid responses, which 
were used for the data analyses. Among these participants, 
74.4% were female. The participants’ average age was 
28.67 years (SD = 5.78) and the average organizational 
tenure was 2.81 years (SD = 2.90). Almost all participants 
(99.7%) held a postsecondary educational qualification.

Measures

All measurement items were translated into Chinese from 
English using the back translation procedure (Brislin, 1980), 
except for career adaptability items. We measured red tape 
(Time 1, α = 0.76), work engagement (Time 2, α = 0.87), and 
turnover intentions (α = 0.72) using the translated versions 
of the measures used in Study 1.

Career Adaptability

At Time 1, we measured career adaptability with the Chi-
nese-equivalent version of the Career Adapt-Ability Scale-
Short Form (CAAS-SF) (Maggiori et  al., 2017), which 
included twelve of the twenty-four items in the original 
CAAS (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). Hou et al. (2012) devel-
oped the CAAS-China Version by validating the twenty-
four-item CAAS in the Chinese context. In this study, we 

used the twelve items from the CAAS-China Version that 
are equivalent to the items in the CAAS-SF. Participants 
were asked to report how strongly they had developed the 
career-related abilities stated in these items. Each of the four 
dimensions of career adaptability was measured with three 
items. Example items were “Becoming aware of the edu-
cational and vocational choices that I must make” (career 
concern), “Making decisions by myself” (career control), 
“Investigating options before making a choice” (career curi-
osity), and “Working up to my ability” (career confidence). 
CFA results demonstrated a good model fit for the higher-
order factorial structure where the four dimensions, repre-
sented by their corresponding items, were loaded as first-
order factors, and the global construct of career adaptability 
was loaded as the second-order factor (χ2 (df = 50) = 142.02, 
p = 0.000; SRMR = 0.04, RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.97). These 
results provide empirical support for our decision to focus 
on the overall level of career adaptability. The Cronbach’s α 
for career adaptability was 0.92.

Job Search Behaviors

At Time 3, we measured job search behaviors employing 
Blau’s (1994) twelve-item scale, which assessed current 
employees’ preparatory (e.g., “I read a book or article 

Table 3  Results of mediated 
regression analysis (Study 1)

Note. N = 202. Eight dummy variables were created for schools. Gender: female = 0 and male = 1. Educa-
tion: below high school = 1, high school = 2, technical school/college certificate or diploma = 3, bache-
lor = 4, master = 5, and doctor = 6. Age and organizational tenure were reported in years
* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Variable Work engagement Turnover intentions

Model 1 Model 2

B SE p B SE p B SE p

(Constant) 3.24*** 0.39 .000 2.78*** 0.56 .000 3.95*** 0.64 .000
School dummy 1 0.47 0.24 .055  − .073* 0.35 .037  − 0.56 0.34 .100
School dummy 2 0.69*** 0.21 .000  − 1.03*** 0.30 .001  − 0.78** 0.29 .009
School dummy 3 0.18 0.18 .307  − 1.18*** 0.25 .000  − 1.11*** 0.25 .000
School dummy 4  − 0.09 0.24 .721 0.40 0.35 .257  − 0.43 0.34 .208
School dummy 5  − 0.44* 0.20 .031 0.33 0.29 .258 0.17 0.28 .551
School dummy 6 0.08 0.18 .649  − 0.98*** 0.26 .000  − 0.95*** 0.25 .000
School dummy 7 0.34 0.19 .075  − 0.93*** 0.27 .001  − 0.80** 0.26 .003
School dummy 8 0.26 0.19 .178  − 0.38 0.27 .163  − 0.29 0.27 .278
Gender 0.09 0.09 .344  − 0.17 0.13 .213  − 0.13 0.13 .300
Age 0.01 0.01 .222  − 0.02 0.01 .105  − 0.02 0.01 .177
Education 0.07 0.06 .290 0.13 0.09 .147 0.16 0.09 .078
Organizational tenure  − 0.01 0.01 .584 0.01 0.01 .446 0.01 0.01 .520
Perceived red tape  − 0.17** 0.05 .002 0.29*** 0.08 .000 0.23** 0.08 .003
Work engagement  − 0.36*** 0.10 .000
F 4.56 5.28 6.11
(df1, df2) (13, 188) (13, 188) (14, 187)
R2 .24*** .000 .27* .000 .31*** .000
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about getting a job or changing jobs”) and active (e.g., 
“I sent my resume to potential employers”) engagement 
in looking for external employment opportunities. The 
Cronbach’s α for this measure was 0.97.

Control Variables

Consistent with Study 1, we controlled for gender, age, 
education, and organizational tenure in the data analysis.

Analysis Strategy

As in Study 1, we first conducted CFA to test the dis-
criminant validity of the measurement model in AMOS 
25 before hypothesis testing. We used simple multiple 
regression in SPSS 25 to examine the main effects of 
red tape (Hypothesis 1). A two-step hierarchical regres-
sion analysis was performed to test the simple moderat-
ing effect of career adaptability (Hypothesis 3). Control 
variables, the independent variable (red tape), and the 
moderating variable (career adaptability) were entered 
in Step 1, and the interaction between red tape and career 
adaptability was entered in Step 2. Red tape and career 
adaptability were mean-centered when creating the inter-
action term. We utilized CIs produced through PROCESS 
macro code for SPSS (5,000 bootstrap samples) to test 
indirect effects (Hypothesis 2) and conditional indirect 
effects (Hypothesis 4).

Results

The CFA results (Table 4) demonstrated that the fit of 
the hypothesized five-factor model was acceptable (χ2 
(df = 55) = 106.65, p = 0.000; SRMR = 0.04, RMSEA = 0.05, 
CFI = 0.98). We compared the five-factor model against five 
four-factor models, three three-factor models, and a one-
factor model. As shown in Table 4, the model comparison 
showed that the five-factor model fit the data best. These 
results indicated that the five focal variables (i.e., red tape, 
career adaptability, work engagement, turnover intentions, 
and job search behaviors) could be distinguished from one 
another.

Table 5 presents the means, standard deviations, and cor-
relations of the study variables. The focal variables were sig-
nificantly correlated in the expected direction. For example, 
red tape was negatively correlated with work engagement. 
Turnover intentions and job search behaviors were positively 
correlated with red tape and negatively correlated with work 
engagement.

As presented in Table 6, red tape positively and signifi-
cantly predicted turnover intentions (Model 2–1: B = 0.18, 
SE = 0.05, p = 0.000) and job search behaviors (Model 3–1: 
B = 0.24, SE = 0.06, p = 0.000), supporting Hypothesis 1. 
There was a significant, negative relationship between red 
tape and work engagement (Model 1: B =  − 0.18, SE = 0.04, 
p = 0.000), which in turn was negatively and significantly 
related to turnover intentions (Model 2–2: B =  − 0.44, 
SE = 0.06, p = 0.000) and job search behaviors (Model 
3–2: B =  − 0.25, SE = 0.08, p = 0.001). As per the results 
from PROCESS analyses, the indirect effect of red tape on 

Table 4  Results of confirmatory 
factor analysis (Study 2)

Note. 5-factor model: the hypothesized baseline model with each variable considered a separate factor. 
4-factor model A: red tape and career adaptability were combined. 4-factor model B: turnover intentions 
and job search behaviors were combined. 4-factor C: red tape and work engagement were combined. 4-fac-
tor D: work engagement and turnover intentions were combined. 4-factor E: work engagement and job 
search behaviors were combined. 3-factor model A: red tape and career adaptability were combined while 
turnover intentions and job search behaviors were combined. 3-factor model B: work engagement, turno-
ver intentions, and job search behaviors were combined. 3-factor model C: red tape, career adaptability, 
and work engagement were combined. 1-factor model: all five variables were combined as a single factor. 
Construct subdimensions were used as indicators for career adaptability, work engagement, and job search 
behaviors. All p-values for χ2 and Δχ2 were .000, and thus were significant at p < .001

Model χ2 df Δχ2 Δdf SRMR RMSEA CFI

5-factor model 106.65 55 .04 .05 .98
4-factor model A 438.56 59 331.90 4 .12 .13 .86
4-factor model B 262.46 59 155.80 4 .08 .09 .93
4-factor model C 416.95 59 310.30 4 .10 .12 .87
4-factor model D 267.45 59 160.80 4 .07 .09 .92
4-factor model E 985.50 59 878.84 4 .10 .20 .66
3-factor model A 594.38 62 487.73 7 .14 .15 .80
3-factor model B 559.59 62 452.94 7 .12 .14 .82
3-factor model C 735.20 62 628.55 7 .15 .16 .75
1-factor model 1804.67 65 1698.02 10 .19 .26 .36
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turnover intentions via work engagement was positive and 
significant (B = 0.08, boot SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.04, 0.12]), 
as was the indirect effect of red tape on job search behav-
iors (B = 0.04, boot SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.08]). These 
results supported Hypothesis 2.

As shown in Table 7, the interaction of red tape and 
career adaptability significantly predicted work engagement 
(B = 0.14, SE = 0.06, p = 0.033), providing initial support for 
the moderating role of career adaptability. To further con-
firm the moderating effect and its direction, we followed 
the recommendation of Aiken and West (1991) to plot the 
relationship between red tape and work engagement at one 
standard deviation below and above the mean of career 
adaptability (Fig. 2). Simple slope tests suggested that the 
negative effect of red tape on work engagement was signifi-
cant under low career adaptability (simple slope =  − 0.26, 

t =  − 4.23, p = 0.000), while red tape did not have a signifi-
cant effect on work engagement under high career adapt-
ability (simple slope =  − 0.09, t =  − 1.83, p = 0.068). These 
results supported Hypothesis 3, which predicted a stronger 
relationship between red tape and work engagement under 
low rather than high levels of career adaptability.

PROCESS results showed that the indirect effect of 
red tape on turnover intentions via work engagement 
was greater under low career adaptability (B = 0.11, boot 
SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.18]) than under high career 
adaptability (B = 0.04, boot SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.005, 
0.08]). The index of moderated mediation (Index =  − 0.06, 
boot SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [− 0.12, − 0.01]) further con-
firmed that these two conditional indirect effects were 
significantly different. Likewise, the indirect effect of 

Table 5  Means, standard deviations, and correlations of variables (Study 2)

Note. Sample size ranged from 399 to 405 due to listwise deletion of demographic variables. Gender: female = 0 and male = 1. Education: high 
school = 1, technical school/college certificate or diploma = 2, bachelor = 3, master = 4, and doctor = 5
* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Gender 0.26 0.46
2. Age 28.67 5.78 .29***

3. Education 3.13 0.42 .05 .01
4. Organizational tenure 2.81 2.90 .15** .52***  − .15**

5. Red tape 2.79 0.80  − .01  − .05 .01  − .05
6. Career adaptability 4.02 0.61 .10* .13* .12* .07  − .13**

7. Work engagement 3.98 0.63 .14** .10* .09 .07  − .22*** .27***

8. Turnover intention 1.98 0.81  − .09  − .13**  − .07  − .08 .19***  − .19***  − .39***

9. Job search behaviors 1.90 0.85 .00  − .11* .11*  − .13** .24***  − .11*  − .23*** .44***

Table 6  Results of mediated regression analysis (Study 2)

Note. N = 393
* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Variable Work engagement Turnover intentions Job search behaviors

Model 1 Model 2–1 Model 2–2 Model 3–1 Model 3–2

B SE p B SE p B SE p B SE p B SE p

(Constant) 3.96*** 0.42 .000 2.26*** 0.44 .000 4.00*** 0.50 .000 0.92 0.48 .057 1.89*** 0.61 .002
Gender 0.18* 0.08 .014  − 0.12 0.10 .240  − 0.04 0.10 .710 0.07 0.10 .479 0.12 0.98 .229
Age  − 0.00 0.01 .930  − 0.01 0.01 .340  − 0.01 0.01 .351  − 0.01 0.01 .270  − 0.01 0.01 .283
Education 0.15 0.09 .071  − 0.14 0.10 .168  − 0.08 0.10 .427 0.19 0.12 .106 0.23* 0.11 .047
Organizational tenure 0.01 0.02 .512  − 0.01 0.02 .703  − 0.00 0.02 .897  − 0.02 0.02 .205  − 0.02 0.02 .259
Red tape  − 0.18*** 0.04 .000 0.18*** 0.05 .000 0.10 0.05 .054 0.24*** 0.06 .000 0.20** 0.06 .002
Work engagement  − 0.44*** 0.06 .000  − 0.25** 0.08 .001
F 8.43 3.93 12.33 5.78 7.87
(df1, df2) (5, 387) (5, 387) (6, 386) (5, 387) (6, 386)
R2 .08*** .000 .05*** .000 .16*** .000 .08*** .000 .11*** .000
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red tape on job search behaviors via work engagement 
was greater under low career adaptability (B = 0.06, boot 
SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.12]) than under high career 
adaptability (B = 0.02, boot SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.003, 
0.06]); the index of moderated mediation (Index =  − 0.03, 
boot SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [− 0.08, − 0.01]) confirmed 
the significant difference in the two conditional indirect 
effects. These results suggest that the indirect effects of 
red tape on turnover intentions and job search behaviors 
were greater under lower levels of career adaptability, sup-
porting Hypothesis 4.

General Discussion

Theoretical Implications

The present study confirms a link between red tape and 
employees’ work outcomes in line with previous research. 
It also corroborates the theoretical contention that indi-
vidual differences, particularly personal strengths, can 
determine how effectively employees deal with the pres-
ence of perceived red tape and bureaucracy (Lewis, 1980; 
Pandey & Kingsley, 2000; Riccucci, 1995). In this study, 
we apply the JD-R theory (Demerouti et al., 2001) and 
career construction theory (Savickas, 2005) to understand 
the process by which perceived red tape predicts attitudi-
nal and behavioral precursors of employee turnover. By 
identifying the time-lagged effect of perceived red tape 
on intended turnover, our research confirms the findings 
of previous cross-sectional research that show a nega-
tive association between perceived red tape and turnover 
intentions (Quratulain & Khan, 2015). Our research dem-
onstrates that perceived red tape is a key factor that fos-
ters turnover intentions and job search behaviors through 
employees’ work engagement and suggests that employ-
ees’ turnover-related reactions to perceived red tape vary 
according to individuals’ resources. Using two studies 
conducted in the education sector in Tanzania and China, 
we found that employees who perceive greater red tape are 
more likely to show decreased work engagement, which 
in turn makes the precursors of turnover more salient. As 
shown in Study 2, the work engagement-based mediation 

Table 7  Results of moderated 
regression analysis (Study 2)

Note. N = 393
* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Variable Work engagement

Step 1 Step 2

B SE p B SE p

(Constant) 3.65*** 0.28 .000 3.67*** 0.28 .000
Gender 0.16* 0.07 .025 0.16* 0.07 .028
Age  − 0.00 0.01 .727  − 0.00 0.01 .697
Education 0.11 0.07 .150 0.10 0.07 .164
Organizational tenure 0.01 0.01 .430 0.01 0.01 .395
Red tape  − 0.16*** 0.04 .000  − 0.17*** 0.04 .000
Career adaptability 0.22*** 0.05 .000 0.23*** 0.05 .000
Red tape × career adaptability 0.14* 0.06 .033
F 9.03 8.46
(df1, df2) (6, 386) (7, 385)
R2 0.12*** .000 0.13*** .000
F-change 4.60
(df1, df2) (1, 385)
ΔR2 0.01* .033
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Fig. 2  The interaction effect of red tape and career adaptability on 
work engagement (Study 2)
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becomes less prominent when employees have higher lev-
els of career adaptability.

This article theoretically and empirically contributes 
to our understanding of how and when perceived red tape 
leads employees to consider leaving and prepare to leave 
the organization. First, we expand the focus of pre-turnover 
employee outcomes in previous studies to include job search 
behaviors as a behavioral precursor of turnover. Thus, com-
pared to past research (e.g., Quratulain & Khan, 2015), this 
article offers more solid evidence that consolidates the view 
that perceived red tape (e.g., perceptions of ineffective or 
redundant organizational policies or practices) plants the 
seed for employees’ intentions to leave (Shim et al., 2017). 
The inclusion of both attitudinal and behavioral forerunners 
of turnover has, to some extent, contributed to a more holis-
tic understanding of perceived red tape in the employee turn-
over process, overcoming the shortcomings of prior research 
(e.g., Brunetto et al., 2012; Giauque et al., 2019), which 
draws conclusions from a partial picture of the turnover pro-
cess (e.g., based solely on attitudinal precursors). Theoreti-
cally explaining perceived red tape as a hindrance demand, 
our research also confirms the key tenets of the JD-R theory 
(Demerouti et al., 2001) by verifying that the consideration 
of leaving (i.e., turnover intentions and job search behav-
iors) is a likely strategy that employees use to cope with 
perceptions of ineffective, burdensome, and unnecessary 
organizational rules.

Additionally, the present research contributes to the lit-
erature by highlighting a key mechanism linking perceived 
red tape and turnover-related reactions. By empirically 
emphasizing work engagement as the underlying mecha-
nism, it supplements the mere (dis)satisfaction-based (e.g., 
Quratulain & Khan, 2015) or stress-related (e.g., Giauque 
et al., 2019; Shim et al., 2017) mechanisms investigated pre-
viously to explain how or why perceived red tape heightens 
one’s intentions to leave. While these explored mechanisms 
(e.g., resigned satisfaction, which is a pessimistic feeling 
toward the current job; Quratulain & Khan, 2015) capture 
individuals’ negative feelings or psychological states at 
work, our research takes a somewhat different perspective 
and reveals that by harming an employee’s positive state 
of mind at work, perceived red tape can activate their con-
sideration of leaving. Our findings suggest that perceived 
red tape hampers employees’ vigor and dedication due 
to its role as a hindrance stressor, creating cognitive and 
emotional pressure. This prevents employees’ engagement 
at work and consequently fosters turnover intentions and 
leads them to engage in job search behaviors. Our test of 
a positive psychological state (i.e., work engagement) as 
a mechanism that connects a hindrance demand (i.e., per-
ceived red tape) and employee outcomes has also enriched 
the JD-R theory (Demerouti et al., 2001). Specifically, this 
test has shed light on a demotivational process, which, while 

theoretically inferential, is not identical to the two major 
processes (i.e., the health impairment process and the moti-
vational process; Bakker et al., 2014) currently used to expli-
cate the consequences of job demands. The verification of 
work engagement as a mechanism in two cultures and types 
of organizations (private and public) may help strengthen 
the confidence in the generalizability of this demotivational 
process through which red tape-associated demands trigger 
turnover intentions.

Furthermore, we highlight the role played by career 
adaptability in buffering against the negative influence of 
perceived red tape on work engagement. Our results indicate 
that employees with stronger career adaptability are better 
able to manage the demanding conditions associated with 
perceived red tape, thus red tape has less impact on their 
work engagement. In comparison, those with insufficient 
career adaptability, due to their relative lack of capabilities 
in dealing with work demands, struggle more to engage in 
work when perceived red tape is present. Extending the orig-
inal premise of the JD-R theory about the interactive func-
tions of job demands and job resources (Demerouti et al., 
2001), these findings align with the later theoretical develop-
ment that personal resources also act to suppress the unfa-
vorable consequences of job demands (Xanthopoulou et al., 
2007). The identified interaction effect of perceived red tape 
and career adaptability also reflects a successful integration 
of the JD-R theory (Demerouti et al., 2001; Xanthopoulou 
et al., 2007) and career construction theory (Savickas, 2005). 
For instance, as the core competence embedded in career 
construction theory, career adaptability has been verified to 
be a critical personal resource in the JD-R theory, assisting 
individuals in navigating their psychological reactions and 
important vocational tendencies (e.g., whether to change 
jobs or employers).

Last, and relatedly, our results contribute to a nuanced 
understanding of how career adaptability resources can 
drive the mechanisms underlying the effects of perceived 
red tape. The confirmed moderated mediation framework 
underscores that the extent to which work engagement can 
explain the mediation process linking perceived red tape to 
turnover intentions and job search behaviors is contingent 
on employees’ career adaptability. Our empirical evidence 
indicates that as employees’ career adaptability becomes 
stronger, perceived red tape is less likely to foster turnover 
precursors through reducing their work engagement.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

This research has several limitations that future research 
should pay attention to. First, while we collected the meas-
ures of the predictor, mediator, and criteria separately at 
three different time points, minimizing the risk of common 
method variance observed in almost all prior empirical 
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research on perceived red tape (e.g., Borst, 2018; Steijn & 
van der Voet, 2019), the causal explanation of our proposed 
relationships should still be treated cautiously. For example, 
the current study design does not exclude the possibility that 
employees’ turnover intentions make them less engaged in 
work. Future research may implement longitudinal studies 
that collect repeated measures for at least three waves or 
experimental designs to identify causal relationships among 
perceived red tape, work engagement, and turnover precur-
sors more accurately.

Second, since we did not control for the variables that 
share commonalities with perceived red tape, this research 
does not allow us to determine if perceived red tape contrib-
utes to the unique variance in our research model’s medi-
ating and dependent variables. For instance, the literature 
shows that administrative burden has some overlap with 
perceived red tape, given that they both involve the char-
acteristic of burdensomeness in organizational processes. 
In many cases, these constructs are distinct (Bozeman & 
Youtie, 2020). Future studies could consider controlling 
for these variables and other important constructs that are 
related to administration, processes, structures, and rules 
that impact organizational and individual effectiveness (e.g., 
formalization, hierarchical authority, and burdensome com-
pliance) to verify the unique effects of perceived red tape 
on employee outcomes. Relatedly, future research may go 
beyond Borry’s (2016) measure to investigate more specific 
indicators of red tape, such as the number, type, and levels 
of policies and procedures and the frequency at which red 
tape is encountered. Doing so may generate more insights 
into the specific aspects of perceived red tape and how they 
impact employee outcomes.

Third, we considered work engagement as a single media-
tion mechanism underlying the relationship between per-
ceived red tape and turnover precursors. Thus, we could not 
observe whether work engagement could still be an effective 
mediator when alternative mechanisms were also accounted 
for. Prior studies (e.g., Quratulain & Khan, 2015) have sug-
gested that perceived job characteristics or contexts and an 
individual’s state of satisfaction can explain the influence of 
perceived red tape. Future research could include these vari-
ables or other theoretically relevant constructs as competing 
mechanisms to explore the processes that best account for 
the effects of perceived red tape on employee outcomes.

Practical Implications

Despite its limitations, this research has useful practical 
implications for organizations. The evidence from the prior 
literature indicates that organizations should reduce red 
tape to facilitate organizational efficiency (Scott & Pandey, 
2005; Steijn & van der Voet, 2019). Our research further 
alerts organizations about the importance of minimizing the 

detrimental effect of perceivable red tape. First, our research 
helps managers advance their insights regarding how and 
why perceived red tape elicits undesirable employee out-
comes (e.g., signs of turnover). The results of both studies 
imply that reduced work engagement resulting from per-
ceived red tape precedes employees’ consideration of leav-
ing. Managers must be aware that employees’ lowered work 
engagement could be a potential signal for their intent to 
leave an organization when they perceive excessive red tape.

In addition to minimizing red tape, managers should 
endeavor to prevent the extant red tape from producing fur-
ther harmful results to employees and organizations. Our 
findings show that individuals with strong career adaptabil-
ity are less concerned about perceived red tape. Thus, an 
effective way to alleviate the negative impact of perceived 
red tape is to build and strengthen employees’ adaptability 
in work and career settings. Koen et al. (2012) highlighted 
that career adaptability is malleable and can be fostered by 
other factors such as training. Targeted training can focus on 
the key facets of career adaptability (Klehe et al., 2012). For 
example, organizations might initiate training and mentor-
ing programs designed to develop employees’ capabilities 
in envisioning and planning their career paths, controlling 
and exploring career possibilities, and dealing with career 
difficulties (Klehe et al., 2012; Koen et al., 2012). Fur-
thermore, organizations might consider actively involving 
employees in the decision-making process and provide them 
with greater autonomy and support because these practices 
have been found to foster employees’ career adaptability 
and make them more committed to the organization (Ito & 
Brotheridge, 2005).

Conclusion

Red tape prevails in many organizations and has a nega-
tive influence on organizational effectiveness (Kaufmann 
et al., 2019). One way it does this is by fostering employ-
ees’ turnover-related reactions (Quratulain & Khan, 2015). 
Building on and extending the existing body of work, the 
present research views red tape as a hindrance job demand, 
and established that red tape increases turnover intentions 
and prompts job search behaviors due to reducing employ-
ees’ work engagement. Our results further reveal that career 
adaptability serves as a personal self-regulatory resource 
that alleviates red tape’s detrimental effects. Drawing on 
evidence from private and public sector organizations across 
two different cultures, this research provides a basis from 
which future work may be conducted to understand the nega-
tive influence of red tape in greater depth, and explore how 
individuals can effectively deal with it.
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